Snakes of Northern Namibia (Caprivi – Kavango Region)

This area enjoys some of the highest rainfall in Namibia and averages about 500mm per annum.  It therefore supports a huge diversity of plant and tree species which in turn supports diversified birds, small mammals and reptiles, on which snakes feed.  The result is an interesting and varied snake population, over 80% of all Namibia’s snakes occur in this region.  Some of the more dangerous snakes in Africa (Black Mambas and Cobras) are commonplace here, as is the notorious Puff Adder.  A well-distributed rural population throughout this region with their pastoral way of life and vaste fields of Mahango (Pearl Millet) encourages rodents, a primary food source for most snakes.  The remaining riverine vegetation and the sandy soils littered with rodent holes, offers snakes the required habitat to proliferate.
The most commonly encountered dangerous snakes include the Mozambique Spitting Cobra which is nocturnal and has a taste for Toads.  Although the smaller of the Cobras (up to 1.2m), its bite can be fatal to humans and it has a tendency to spit readily.  Its prey preferences draw it towards homesteads and its venom spat into the eyes of a person, if untreated can cause blindness.
The Snouted Cobra is a large (over 2m) aggressive and very poisonous snake.  Specimens in this region tend to be very dark, almost black in colour and are often encountered on the roads where they are attracted by the early morning sun.  They are also nocturnal and prey on a variety of rodents and Toads, often bringing them close to homesteads.  The extremely beautiful yellow and black “banded” version of this species is a rare sight to see.

Black Mambas, often labeled as the most poisonous and dangerous of Africa’s snakes, are actually well distributed throughout this region but seldom encountered.  They have an exceptionally alert disposition and generally stay out of sight.  They are however extremely intelligent and curious snakes which sometimes draws them to roadways and homesteads where early morning sun, movement of humans, livestock and food source is the attraction.  When cornered they are exceptionally aggressive raising a third of their sometimes, 3 metre long body off the ground to strike rapidly and repeatedly at the upper parts of their pursuer and inject large amounts of toxin that can cause death in minutes. 
Puff Adders are generally sluggish and more sedentary snakes.  Their prey preference of rodents draws them towards homesteads and patstoral establishments where they can remain for years in residence without being encountered due to their habit of not moving too far or too fast but rather lying in ambush for passing prey.  Their extremely cryptic and well–camouflaged skin pattern renders them almost invisible amongst dead leaves.  Most human encounters occur when being stepped on accidentally.
Boomslang and Twig/Vine Snakes are arboreal (tree-living) by nature, and although well-distributed, seldom encountered.  They are, however, not always in the trees and often bask in the early morning sun on roadways.  They are fast moving and generally unaggressive, preferably staying away from human contact, which is fortunate as their venom is specialized and exceptionally toxic.  Bites, although rare, therefore require special anti-venom and treatment.  Being back-fanged with small fangs, they generally deliver small doses of toxin.  Their prey includes birds, eggs and geckos etc which fortunately confines them to the trees.
Shortly after the first rains we often find the nasty little Burrowing Adder or Stilleto Snake on the roadways and other open areas.  This little snake is generally dark, almost black, and small headed which mostly lives and feeds underground and is nocturnal.  The first rains of the season, generally dislodge this snake from its otherwise dry habitat, and force it aboveground.  When encountered it has an erratic writhing motion and unfortunately looks harmless, not unlike a large worm.  This snake however, has fangs too large for its mouth, which extend out of the side of the mouth.  They can therefore deliver a painful bite without opening the mouth and striking in the conventional way.  Their writhing motion often brings them into contact with your foot, while standing and watching its antics.  Bites are very sore and have extremely complicated and varied affects and on rare occasions, death.

The region also boosts a host of less noxious snake species, most of which the traveler is less likely to see.  The predominantly sandy nature of the soils in this part of Namibia lends itself towards the many underground snakes, Worm Lizards, Legless Skinks, Burrowing Skinks, Writhing Skinks, Thread Snakes and Blind Snakes, many of which are not true snakes but look like a small version of the real thing and often suffer the unfortunate consequences.  The close proximity of the largely under-researched country of Angola, where many unknown species of these families could exist and overlap into this region, makes these little “snakes” very interesting to the Herpetological world.
The Okavango, Zambezi and Kwando rivers which run through this region creating huge, floodplains and adjoining wetlands, also offer sanctuary to many other moister habitat snakes like the Green Water Snakes, Marsh Snakes, Spotted Bush Snake, and Swamp Snakes.  Two well-distributed varieties of snakes also often encountered by travelers through the area are the large, aggressive but totally harmless Mole snake which uses its extremely muscled body to constrict its prey much like the very much larger and impressive Rock Python.  Lastly, the area has a few varieties of Sand snakes which are fast moving, often seen, but harmless snakes, easily recognized by the stripped patterning running along the length of their thin, lithe bodies.
